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PREFACE

This book grew out of my strong sense during World War 11
that the world we live in had become the plaything of mad-
men. While finishing my undergraduate work after the war, I
began to learn something of the recent history of the world.
The United States seemed to have played a central role in that
history, particularly in those periods when it had Presidents of
liberal persuasion. To my undergraduate mind ‘“liberalism”
was, of course, a good thing. But that only made it more dif-
ficult to explain the fearsome tragedies that had overtaken
America and the world when liberals were in power. One war
had ended in the bitter frustrations of Versailles, the other in
the barbarism of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Though much of
this could be blamed on illiberal forces in America and else-
where, the excuse merely led to further questions. Why had
the liberals had so little control over events? Were there fatal
flaws in liberalism itself?

My first impulse, which turned out to be an enduring one,
was to seek an answer to such questions in the work of men
who had faced them before. This took me back to the early
decades of the century when, so it seemed to me, most of our
chronic problems were still new enough to invite uninhibited
speculation. I wanted men who had been neither too close to
affairs to think nor too far from them to care. Soon I settled
on three political journalists of the progressive era, Herbert
Croly, Walter Weyl, and Walter Lippmann. They had a repu-
tation for being both advanced and influential in their think-
ing. It was said that they had had more than a little to do with
some of the policies of Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow
Wilson. And they had founded in 1914 a progressive journal of
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opinion called the New Republic. The magazine provided
them, as it would the later historian, with a convenient
medium for exploring some of the dilemmas of liberalism.

What follows is an analysis of the successes and failures of
the three intellectuals, working at first separately and then to-
gether on their magazine, in adapting American liberalism to
modern conditions. Themselves middle class in background
and deeply committed to the progressive movement, they tried
to prove that both prosperity and freedom in a capitalistic
democracy could be preserved by a reformist middle class. The
rise and decline of their dreams in an era that mingled sublime
progress with bloody carnage has a certain poignancy today.

Much of the interest of Croly, Weyl, and Lippmann arises
from their closeness to Roosevelt and Wilson. I have tried in
the following pages to weigh the relationship between the
“men of ideas” and the “men of power,” and to suggest the
circumstances under which the relationship remains most
fruitful. The experience of various “brain trusters” with
Franklin Roosevelt in the ’thirties has kept the problem a
hardy perennial. Nor have American intellectuals in recent
years been shy about flocking to the standards of at least two
liberal leaders.

The careers of the three intellectuals have given me a chance
to touch on other matters that need only a brief mention here.
Since all three men were pragmatists, their speculations allow
some treatment of the viability of pragmatism as a philosophy
for democratic government. Led by Croly, they also believed
that nationalism might be made the binding force behind
middle-class reform. Here they confronted directly that pecul-
iarly twentieth-century dilemma: how nationalism with all its
demonstrable power can be made to work for good within the
framework of democratic practice and ideals. And since Croly
and many of the men around him were also distinctively
cultural nationalists, the book touches on the fate of cultural
aspirations within a modern mass society. Finally, as supporters
first of Roosevelt and then of Wilson during World War I, the
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three writers worked at the vortex of the great controversy be-
tween those who would make power and those who would
make democratic persuasion the ruling force in world politics.
This question, like the others, is still much with us today,
though the replacement of the old “balance of power” with the
present “balance of terror” leaves us none of the margin for
error that Croly, Weyl, and Lippmann enjoyed.

A brilliant course taught by Professor Eric F. Goldman at
Princeton University first put me on the trail of Croly, Weyl,
and Lippmann. His own work on the progressive era plus
generously given encouragement have helped me greatly. I am
similarly indebted to Professor Arthur S. Link, who was then
(and is now) also at Princeton. A further acknowledgment of
his aid will be found in my essay on sources. Professor Richard
Hofstadter of Columbia University saw my study of the New
Republic men through its initial stages. His teaching and
writing about progressivism have provided much of the frame-
work for the story that follows. He also read with great patience
and perception a draft of this book that preceded the one here
printed. The late Professor Howard K. Beale guided my doc-
toral work at the University of Wisconsin. It is not too much to
say that he gave his life to his students. His standards for the
writing of history were severe, but not so the spirit with which
he helped his students toward them. Though he read none of
the later versions of this book, the spell of his discerning eye
has hovered over every page of it.

Several people who play a part in the story that follows
helped me greatly. Mrs. Walter E. Weyl gave me complete
access to her husband’s invaluable diaries and miscellaneous
papers. My talks with her about Walter Weyl and his col-
leagues on the New Republic were wonderfully helpful, and
her reading of an early draft of the chapter on her husband
caught several errors. Justice Felix Frankfurter took time out
several years ago from a very busy schedule to grant me an
interview. He compounded his generosity by giving a critical
reading to the first six chapters of a draft of this book. Judge
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Learned Hand also talked to me on two occasions about his
friends on the New Republic, and my note on sources records
a further indebtedness to him. He too read with a sharp but
humorously benign eye an earlier account of Croly’s career and
of Croly’s (and his own) relationship to Theodore Roosevelt.
Sir Norman Angell has also read one of the drafts of my manu-
script. His very shrewd suggestions brought about a definite
shift in the focus of the final version.

Several personal friends have read this book in one or an-
other of its earlier incarnations. They will forgive me if, count-
ing the affection I feel toward them the sufficient token of my
thanks, I merely list them here: Mr. Hamilton Cottier, Profes-
sor Louis Filler, Professor Warren Susman, and Professor
Charles Vevier. Since none of the people I have mentioned in
this preface have seen the book in its present form, none of
them have any responsibility for errors of fact or perversities of
interpretation.

In 1957 the William A. Dunning Fund of the History De-
partment of Columbia University helped me with a grant for
typing services, for which I am grateful. And I cannot close
without a word of thanks to the many students I have had
during the past eight years. They have shared and helped more
than they know in the writing of each word of this book.

Had my friend Howard Beale lived I intended to dedicate
this book jointly to him and my wife, Pamela Cottier Forcey.
Neither would have forgiven the exclusion of the other, and
both would have been right. But Pam well knows the
dimensions of my gratitude.

CHARLES FORCEY
New York, New York
December 1960
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INTRODUCTION

The United States has ever been a land that loved the “new,”
never more so than in the twentieth century. Political slo-
ganeers in particular have battened on the charms of novelty.
During the progressive era* of the early 1900’s, publicists and
politicians appealed to voters with a host of novel programs—
the “New Nationalism,” the “New Freedom,” even the “New
Federalism” and the “New Individualism.” A later reform era
called forth, of course, the “New Deal.” More recently the
search for novelty has reached a delightful climax in that con-
tradiction in terms, the “New Conservatism.” And in the
presidential campaign of 1960 the country was asked, though
not for the first time, to rally to the challenge of a “New
Frontier.” Astonishingly absent from the array, however, has
been anything called the “New Liberalism.” But that is what
this book is about.

American liberalism in the twentieth century has undergone
a significant transformation. At the cost of considerable
semantic confusion, the old nineteenth-century liberalism of
individual rights and laissez faire has gradually given way to a
different pattern of thought that also claims the name of
liberalism. The claim gains substance from the fact that the
older liberalism has become the ideological bastion of con-
servative defenders of established privilege, of men without
that faith in human mutability and social progress so central
to the earlier doctrine. A measure of the success of the new

* The word “progressive” where it is used to designate the general reform
movement of the time or its members is rendered throughout the book without
capitalization. This is necessary to distinguish the general movement from that
paxt of it that emerged in 1912 as Theodore Roosevelt’s Progressive party.
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creed in usurping the old name appeared in the amazement
that once greeted the late Robert A. Taft’s description of him-
self as a liberal. Actually, in the nineteenth-century sense of
the term, the Senator spoke with his usual semantic precision.

With the easy alchemy of all ideology the “new liberalism”
has reworked the elements of the old faith into modern coin-
age. The earlier emphasis on individualism has been re-
placed by a concern for individuality, a desire to resist the con-
formity exacted by an ever more integrated technological
society. Equality has been expanded to mean not merely for-
mal equality before the law but also social, religious, and
racial equality insured by considerable legal coercion. Liberty
has been redefined through a total social view that compre-
hends how much one man’s liberty may be another’s bondage.
The new liberalism, in sum, has turned away from a dream of
automatic progress by the free-wheeling exercise of individual
rights to a conviction that only the conscious, co-operative use
of governmental power can bring reform.

The new liberalism had its first real beginnings in the minds
of certain publicists and politicians of the progressive era.
While some of its aspects had been anticipated earlier by men
like Edward Bellamy and Lester Ward, the creed first enjoyed
awidespread hearing and partial practice while the progressive
era was at its height from 1910 to 1917. As such the era marked
the crossroads of liberalism, that turning point where two
divergent emphases began to emerge within the common
liberal faith. Herbert Croly, Walter Weyl, and Walter Lipp-
mann were leaders among the men who sought to move liberal-
ism in the new direction.

The three publicists were parts and products of the progres-
sive movement, as were their heroes Theodore Roosevelt and
Woodrow Wilson. To understand these men and their ideas
requires some knowledge of the progressive movement. That
movement can best be understood if placed in a certain per-
spective.
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The era in its full sweep from about 1902 to 1917 has been
much studied by historians. For the most part, however, the
recent ones have looked at it from the perspective of the
depression ’thirties. Their approach has been gingerly, even
on occasion irritable. They have considered the New Deal era
and the Populist uprising of the late nineteenth century to be
the norm for American reform movements. In such a light the
progressive era has seemed unique and rather baffling.

Both the New Deal and the Populist movements revealed a
direct and satisfying correspondence between economic griev-
ance and reformist impulse. The coincidence seemed partic-
ularly striking to the dominant school of interpretation among
historians of the past generation, that of an economic interpre-
tation as outlined by Charles A. Beard. But the Beardians—I
might say, “we Beardians,” for I am a bludgeoned but essential-
ly unbending disciple—have had trouble with the progressive
movement. How, we have asked again and again, could so vast
a reform crusade get underway in a time of great prosperity?
Business was booming in the early 1900’s. The farmers were
happily (if unknowingly) building up fat “‘base years” for later
parity payments. Even the workers and their labor movement
were doing about as well as could be expected in a strongly
capitalistic society. How then progressivism?

Many historians have answered the question by pretending
that the progressive movement didn’t really happen, or, if it
did, that it didn’t accomplish much. More recently they have
delved into the mysteries of such things as “Reform Darwin-
ism” and “‘status revolutions” to search out subtler and often
sounder explanations. As a result we fairly well know what the
progressive movement was about and why it happened.

Even so, such explanations become more meaningful if
placed in the perspective not of Populism and the New Deal
but in one familiar to older historians, of the whole history of
American reform movements. We then find that the rise and
fall of reform sentiment in the United States has followed a
recurring pattern. Each wave of reform has run its course at
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intervals of twenty years or so since the founding of the
republic. First came the Jeffersonians in the early 1800’s, then
the Jacksonians in the late 1820’s and early 1830’s, the Repub-
licans of the 1850’s, the Liberal Republicans of the 1870’s, the
tariff-civil service-trust reformers around 1890, and so on into
the twentieth century. The pattern has had a certain momen-
tum of its own in terms of the shifting moods of the populace.
Each reform movement has usually begun with a prolonged
period of agitation and protest at the state and local levels;
then the new issues have been dramatized nationally by some
dominant political figure; then, seemingly inevitably, there
comes a slackening of public interest followed by a period of
reaction and the undoing, usually by indirection, of most of
the reforms.

This broader perspective relieves the progressive movement
of much of its mystery. The absence of a major depression to
spur on the reforming hosts becomes not an enigma but the
essence of the normal pattern. All of the earlier reform move-
ments, with the exception of Populism, began and waxed
strong in times of prosperity. In fact, there is good reason to
believe that the depressions of the nineteenth century either
stifled movements or swept them in contrary directions. This
explains in part why Populism, which had its origins in the
agricultural depression of the late 1880’s, lost its momentum
after 1893 when depression hit the rest of the country. Though
the depression stirred the worst-hit farmers and many workers
to further reform efforts, it brought a closing of ranks among
other Americans. Without middle-class support in 1896, Wil-
liam Jennings Bryan, the Populist-Democratic candidate, was
left to writhe upon his cross of gold.

The same perspective serves to turn the usual interpreta-
tions of the New Deal upside down. Instead of the crash of 1929
being a cause of the supposedly radical New Deal, it may well
explain the remarkable conservatism of that movement in the
face of unprecedented opportunities for reform. Another re-
form movement, according to our pattern, was due in the
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1930’s. It had long been brewing in the states and cities, not
to mention the (as usual) prematurely impoverished farm
belt. Yet Franklin Roosevelt in the election of 1932 outdid
Hoover in conservative promises to reduce government spend-
ing, get the government out of business, and return the country
to well-tried ways. What else but the fears roused in the
articulate classes by the depression can explain this remarkable
conservatism in so acute a politician? How else can we under-
stand the extreme reluctance of Roosevelt and his advisers
after the crisis of 1933 to move from recovery measures to
reform? Why, in fact, did Roosevelt feel “betrayed” when the
propertied class with its Liberty League turned on him? And
why was it not until 1935 that the New Deal began, in response
to farm and labor pressures, to move hesitantly leftward?

The progressive movement suffered from no such debility.
During the prosperity of the early 1900’s middle-class men
and women felt they could afford the luxury of protest and
reform. Like most earlier American reform movements (in-
cluding to a great extent even the Jacksonians), the progres-
sive crusade was staunchly middle class. Studies that have been
done of the movement’s leadership reveal a startling picture.
The men who took the first steps toward such far-reaching
reforms as government regulation of industry or the taxation
of incomes were anything but bushy-bearded radicals plotting
the downfall of “free enterprise.” Instead the great majority
of progressive leaders were members of the American elite. In
our equalitarian land this meant that they were white
Protestants of North European ancestry, usually of the second
or third generation of wealth. Most of them were college gradu-
ates and, as members of the professions or owners of businesses,
had positions of social and economic independence. It is true,
of course, that a considerable number of the Populist leaders
were men of the same type, as were almost all of the New
Dealers later. But progressive leaders were rarely snubbed and
reviled as “traitors to their class.” The middle class was with
them. Not infrequently it was ahead of them.
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The key question about progressivism, therefore, is: what
got the American middle class of the early 1900’s in such an
uproar? The progressive movement, if not unique, was at
least unusual. At the national level it waxed strong and stormy
for at least fifteen years, and, if its first stirrings and later
reverberations are taken into account, it lasted much longer.
No other reform wave in American history matches it in
longevity, and few exceed it in accomplishments.

Progressivism, nevertheless, shared with other reform move-
ments certain characteristics that may be relevant. There has
been a remarkable correspondence between major changes in
the economic make-up of American society and the stirrings
of the reform impulse. Such changes have brought with them
both new evils and new needs, and the success of the reformer
largely depends on how well in curing the one he can satisfy
the other. Jeffersonianism was a direct response to Hamilton’s
centralization of the commercial capitalism of his day; Jack-
sonianism both resisted and hastened the emergence of the
factory system; the 1850’s saw the widespread application of
steam power to industry, the 1870’s the organization of coun-
try-wide businesses, and the 1890’s the consolidations of these
businesses into “trusts.” Who knows, if I may skip a bit, what
may be the response in the 1960’s to our most recent wave of
corporate mergers and to automation?

The further consolidation around 1900 of the earlier
“trusts” by finance capitalists like J. P. Morgan tells much
about the origins of progressivism. A few figures will show how
swiftly the industrial empires of the great banking houses
developed. In 1897 the total capitalization of all corporations
individually valued at a million dollars or more came to only
170 millions. Three years later the same figure for total capital-
ization stood at five billions, and in 1904 at over twenty bil-
lions. So massive and swift a change in the control and owner-
ship of the country’s major industries did not go unnoticed.
‘When Theodore Roosevelt suddenly launched an anti-trust
suit in 1902 against the giant new Northern Securities Com-
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pany, he gave the progressive movement its first national mo-
mentum. The “trust” question continued to be the pivotal
issue for reformers as long as progressivism lasted.

Inflation has also had some part in bringing on many of our
reform eras. But here we need only see how rising prices help
explain both the decline of Populism and the rise of progres-
sivism. For various reasons a rapid flow of gold into the
economy took place after 1895. As a result, the prices farmers
received for their crops rose rapidly, while their interest in
Bryan’s inflationary free-silver program declined precipitately.
Having given Populism its coup de grdce, prices continued to
rise steadily during the early 1900’s, with only brief lulls in
1907 and 1914. Farmers benefited ever more handsomely.
Workers, however, found food and other things more costly,
while their wages remained remarkably sluggish. It was the
great American middle class, nevertheless, that suffered, if not
most, at least most loudly. The purchasing power of rents,
interest, and dividends declined steadily, driving widows and
orphans to their classic martyrdom. Professional men struggled
to meet expenses by hiking their tradition-laden fees. Middle-
class housewives found their market money running short to-
gether with their husbands’ tempers. Such people, not yet ac-
customed to the inflation that two World Wars would bring,
began to suspect that something was wrong somewhere.

Labor unions, whose membership total at the turn of the
century was barely above the Civil War level, were much too
weak to be blamed for such troubles. The unions, of course,
were blamed by some, but to most progressives the real villains
became the “trusts.” And rightly so, at least in part, since
monopolistic prices had much to do with the greater cost of
many consumer goods. Middle-class progressives had many
other reasons for fearing and disliking “Big Business,” but the
pinch on their pocketbooks helps explain the sustained volume
of their protest. While disgruntled producers were usually the
more effective force when it came to in-fighting in Congress,
outraged consumers gave progressivism its wider base. The
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persistent agitation of the trust question was in part a response
to the consumers’ cry. Even the tariff gradually revived as an
issue, as consumers realized the relationship between its pro-
tective wall and the price level. Other progressive legislation,
such as the Pure Food and Drug Act, specifically reflected con-
sumer pressure. Publicists like Croly, Weyl, and Lippmann
were to find the embattled consumer a promising recruit in
their campaign for a new liberalism.

The progressive movement, like earlier reform waves, may
have acquired some momentum from America’s constantly
shifting patterns of social status. The many men of property
and prestige who became progressive leaders may have done
so in part because of their relative loss of importance in a
society dominated by Big Business. Owners of local factories
who had once been men of standing in their communities
found themselves being either absorbed or eliminated by the
“trusts” and replaced by ‘“division managers” with much less
local prestige and power. Clergymen were not only losing the
Sunday faithful to secular distractions but also their positions
on the boards of universities and philanthropic institutions.
Small-town lawyers began to find that they were *“just small-
town lawyers,” as the more talented or aggressive members of
their profession organized huge “law factories” in the cities
to answer the omnivorous legal needs of nationwide corpora-
tions. Some groups such as architects, journalists, and univer-
sity professors were rising in status, however; yet if anything
they were more reformist than their brethren on the down-
grade. Instead of stressing the nebulous and fairly constant
factor of status, it may be more sensible to recognize that all of
these groups, whether on the way up or down, had concrete
grievances against the new corporate plutocrats. The progres-
sive era provided unusual opportunities for such men to make
good their protests.

Whatever its causes, the progressive movement did reflect
a massive shift in the mood of large numbers of middle-class
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Americans. Within a few years their complacent satisfaction
with McKinley Republicanism gave way to the strange mix-
ture of guilt and moral fervor that was progressivism. This
shift in mood had consequences that also became causes of the
further growth and spread of the movement.

One of these was the emergence of a new generation of
leaders in America. Since men are mortal, the passing of the
old leaders and the rise of the new would have taken place
anyway, but the shift to a reformist mood markedly accelerated
the change-over. In city after city around the turn of the
century reform candidates for mayor suddenly found once
unbeatable political machines to be beatable. Toledo began to
be swept clean by “Golden Rule” Jones, Cleveland by Thomas
L. Johnson, St. Louis by Joseph W. Folk, New York City by
Seth Low, to mention only the most prominent. In the states,
too, reform governors like Robert M. La Follette of Wisconsin,
Albert Baird Cummins of Iowa, Jeff Davis of Arkansas, James
K. Vardaman of Mississippi, and W. R. Stubbs of Kansas over-
threw the stalwart minions of railroads and other corporate
interests. In New York the Spanish-American War hero Theo-
dore Roosevelt established a moderately reformist record as
governor before his election as Vice-President in 1900.

Roosevelt, when he succeeded to the Presidency after
McKinley’s assassination in 1901, became another force of
great importance behind progressivism. Yet Roosevelt’s pro-
gressivism was also to a great extent a consequence of the new
mood. His record before 1902 was one of almost unrelieved
conservatism. State and national bosses like Tom Platt and
Mark Hanna who feared him did so not because of his opinions
but because there was no telling where his pugnacious energy
might lead him. They were reassured when the Rough Rider
promised to continue “absolutely unbroken” the policies of
President McKinley. But the rising winds of reform soon gave
a new set to Roosevelt’s political weathervane. In 1902 he
started his anti-trust campaign and intervened forcefully in
the great coal strike of the same year. For the Old Guard, ac-
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customed to using the anti-trust laws against unions, not busi-
ness, both actions came as a shock. The conservatives required
some time to recognize Roosevelt’s genius for posing as a
militant progressive while picking his way cautiously down the
middle of the road.

Though men like Robert M. La Follette soon had cause
enough for questioning Roosevelt’s sincerity and effectiveness
as a reformer, no one could question his effectiveness in foster-
ing the progressive spirit. The President loved to speak loudly
while wielding a small stick, to exhort the public to a mountain
top while privately negotiating a mole hill. But his exhorta-
tions helped make progressivism respectable. Whatever the
limitations of his concrete accomplishments, Roosevelt gave
the progressive movement a momentum that would over-
whelm the inflexibly conservative Taft and add much to the
success of Wilson.

Muckraking was another consequence of progressivism that
became a major cause of its further spread. The journalistic
movement got its name from the President himself on one of
those occasions when he was balancing his attacks on “‘male-
factors of great wealth” by berating the “lunatic fringe” among
the reformers. It became part of progressivism quite by ac-
cident, when McClure’s Magazine in 1903 coincidentally pub-
lished three articles of exposure in a single issue. The articles,
from the effective pens of Ida Tarbell, Lincoln Steffens, and
Ray Stannard Baker, created a sensation. Soon not only Mc-
Clure’s but a score of other magazines were happily capital-
izing on the receptive mood of the public with ever more hor-
rendous exposés. Standard Oil, the “Beef Trust,” and the
“Money Trust,” corruption in the cities and in labor unions,
patent medicines, and the white-slave traffic were but a few of
the subjects that were raked for all their muck before the hor-
rified eyes of the middle class.

Only a few years earlier similar articles had either been
ignored or swamped beneath piles of angry letters to the editor.
Yet the very enthusiasm of the public’s response makes some-
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thing of a mystery of the early demise of the muckraking move-
ment. By 1909 many of the muckraking magazines were in
trouble. Editors began to resign after quarrels with the mag-
azines’ owners. The exposés became milder and less numerous.
Several of the magazines folded, while others changed hands
and stopped muckraking. By 1913 only two or three were left
as recognizable instruments of protest. Scholarly post-mortems
have differed in weighing the effects of business pressure and
of waning public interest in causing the death of the move-
ment. But in any case its demise gave Croly, Weyl, and Lipp-
mann a chance to experiment with a different kind of political
journalism by founding the New Republic in 1914.

The ever stronger mood of protest stirred up by Roose-
velt and the muckrakers had a variety of circumstances to feed
upon. America’s rise to world power and the growth of its
empire in the late 1890’s added to the sense of responsibility
felt by many progressives. Since the ideals of American de-
mocracy were being forced on “little brown brothers” in the
Philippines and elsewhere, simple logic required that they be
kept as pristine as possible at home. The progressives’ middle-
class love for “efficiency” was much strengthened by the
thought that only a strong, efficient nation could hope to
defend such policies as the Monroe Doctrine and the “Open
Door.” The tying together of progressivism with national
power had particular appeal for Roosevelt with his “big-stick”
diplomacy. Herbert Croly did much to make it part of pro-
gressive ideology.

Progressives were also acutely conscious of the recent passing
of the great American frontier. They assumed that the expand-
ing frontier had long provided a “safety valve” for the dis-
contents of more settled regions. Twentieth-century historians
have shown this assumption to be largely false, but not soon
enough to avert the great trauma the end of the frontier oc-
casioned. Most progressives were sure that the United States
was in for a long period of heightened social tension. The
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bloody strikes and wild agrarian crusades of the late nineteenth
century were thought to be only the precursors of real class
warfare in the future. Much of the urgency with which pro-
gressives fought for social justice sprang from their feeling that
if their “constructive” solutions failed it would soon be too
late.

The five-fold increase in union membership during the first
decade of the twentieth century also had a profound impact on
progressive thought. A few progressives saw this growth of the
unions for what it was, the most hopeful alternative to the class
warfare so many of them feared. But the great majority of
progressives viewed the unions with suspicion or hostility.
They believed that, once the trusts were broken up and regu-
lated, there would be no need for such menacing aggregations
of power. Even the very conservative A. F. L., in which most
of the union growth was concentrated, remained on the fringe
of progressive councils. Progressives tended to find the very
much smaller though obstreperous I. W. W. more indicative
of labor’s true tendencies. Even men as sophisticated as Croly,
Weyl, and Lippmann gave their new liberalism a much more
radical cast after 1912 when the revolutionary I. W. W. moved
east to lead the Lawrence and Paterson strikes.

The continued large-scale immigration of the early years of
the century also twisted progressive thinking in odd directions.
Prejudice against the immigrants had been common among
middle-class Protestants at least since the 1840’s. But the con-
centration among late nineteenth-century immigrants of Cath-
olics and Jews from southern and central Europe intensified
such feelings. Progressive crusades for “clean government”
were not a little sullied by rancor against the foreign-born
voters upon whom corrupt bosses based their power. Immi-
grants were also widely feared as revolutionaries, though rev-
olution was the farthest thing from the minds of the peasants
who made up most of the migration. Not surprisingly, the first
determined efforts to get a general restriction of immigration
came during the progressive era.
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For all the extraneous forces that molded and pushed it
along, progressivism continued to have a life and momentum
of its own. Negatively it had been a reaction to Populism, more
positively to McKinley Republicanism, and its own growth
and success built up the eddies of a later reaction.

Progressivism had stored up great energies during its early
stirrings in the murky depths of state and local politics. When
Robert M. La Follette campaigned for the direct primary in
Wisconsin and won the governorship from the Republican
Old Guard, he created a progressive “machine” that continued
to give him strong support for the rest of a long career. Though
few other local reform organizations were as successful or long-
lived as La Follette’s, taken all together they had force enough
to bridge the rift between state and national politics on which
s0 many American reform movements have foundered.

In this respect it is possible to take a more sympathetic view
of Theodore Roosevelt than I have so far or shall in later pages.
Roosevelt became President when state and local reform move-
ments were just getting underway. Not until his second term
did men like La Follette move from their states to Congress to
badger the Old Guard. If Roosevelt’s accomplishments were
meager in proportion to the noise he made, they were so in
part because he had to work with party and congressional
leaders inherited from the McKinley era.

Roosevelt’s domestic actions were more precedent-setting
than concretely productive. Though he had little desire to
advance the cause of the unions, his intervention in the Coal
Strike of 1902 initiated an era of at least benevolent neutrality
on the part of the government in labor-management disputes.
While his anti-trust prosecutions did little if anything to in-
hibit the growing concentration of corporate power and
wealth, his Bureau of Corporations began the long process of
trying to put the more uninhibited “trusts” under government
control. The Elkins and Hepburn Acts were the first effective
steps toward regulation of the railroads, though it was the lat-
ter law that led Senator La Follette to charge the President
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with settling willingly for “half a loaf.” Roosevelt’s acts to save
large forest and mineral resources from wasteful exploitation
gave new impetus to conservation, which stands, perhaps, as
his most solid domestic achievement.

Though Roosevelt in foreign policy had a much freer hand,
he was again more the trail-blazer than sound, creative leader.
His rape of Panama in 1903, while hastening slightly the build-
ing of the isthmus canal, left a legacy of Latin American hostil-
ity that the United States has yet to overcome. His extension
of the Monroe Doctrine to include America’s unilateral po-
licing of the Western Hemisphere reflected more his virile
energies than any objective dangers that faced the country.
The sending of the great “White Fleet” around the world in
1907 may have demonstrated the willingness of Americans to
“fight for peace,” but it also encouraged some Japanese to plan
accommodating them at the earliest opportunity. Similarly,
Roosevelt’s interference in the Russo-Japanese War in Asia
and the Moroccan crisis in Europe produced results quite
contrary to his intentions. Such actions, however, did amount
to a precocious effort on the part of an American President to
make the weight of the United States felt in the world balance
of power. Herbert Croly was to make much of this in elaborat-
ing the foreign policy necessary to a new liberalism.

Roosevelt had a genius for seeming the crusading innovator
while actually moving with great caution among potentates
both at home and abroad. His hand-picked successor, William
Howard Taft, was somewhat more conservative and had none
of the lusty Colonel’s talent for self-dramatization. While Taft
wallowed ineptly in the treacherous sands of American politics,
progressivism continued to rise to new heights.

So inept was Taft that he managed to alienate the pro-
gressives of both parties while actually accumulating a more
impressive record as reformer than Roosevelt. Though the
Payne-Aldrich Tariff of 1910 failed to bring the reduction in
rates Taft had promised, it did include a tax on corporation in-
comes of far-reaching significance. Taft also deserves much
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credit for the passage and ratification of the Sixteenth Amend-
ment, which sanctioned an even more important tax on person-
al incomes. He used his executive powers more fully than
Roosevelt to conserve natural resources, instituted about twice
as many anti-trust prosecutions, and supported measures that
put real teeth into the railroad laws passed earlier under Roose-
velt. Even 5o, he fumbled and retreated enough on other issues
to earn the conservative label, while Roosevelt, safely out of
power, became ever more the hero of Republican progressives.

Taft’s blunders forced on him an alliance with the Old
Guard that brought progressivism to a major crossroads.
Roosevelt, by desperately trying to keep the Republican in-
surgents in line, was himself driven steadily to the left and
toward a break with Taft. The Democrats in view of Taft’s in-
creasing conservatism had little chance to outflank the Repub-
licans from the right. The result was the three-cornered Presi-
dential campaign of 1912, in which Taft held the right, while
Roosevelt and his new Progressive party battled Wilson and
the Democrats for the center and left.

Progressivism meanwhile had created a market in the maga-
zines and among book publishers for intellectuals like Croly,
Weyl, and Lippmann who were bent on rethinking the basic
ideas of American democracy. The conjunction of the specula-
tions of the intellectuals with the programmatic needs of the
politicians brought forth two progressive philosophies for de-
bate in 1912, Roosevelt’s “New Nationalism” and Wilson’s
“New Freedom.”

Of the two philosophies Wilson’s had the lesser claim to
being ‘“‘new,” since it was at best a modern re-statement of
Jeffersonian ideals long central to American liberalism. Roose-
velt’s “New Nationalism,” on the other hand, had definite
novelty, for it sought to infuse liberalism with many of the
ideas of Jefferson’s fiercely conservative rival, Alexander Ham-
ilton. Jefferson rather than Hamilton, of course, was the hero
of most progressives in 1912, not only in their rhetoric but also
in the guidelines of their chosen programs. While a few re-
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formers, like Theodore Roosevelt and Albert J. Beveridge,
had expressed private admiraiton for Hamilton over Jeffer-
son, they had not emphasized the preference in public. Most
progressives, men as diverse in origins and intentions as Louis
Brandeis, Robert M. La Follette, William Jennings Bryan, or
Woodrow Wilson, had clung fast to the equalitarian individu-
alism of Thomas Jefferson. Roosevelt’s campaign for the set
of ideas that I have called the “new liberalism” amounted to a
bold effort to bend progressive thought in a new direction.

William Allen White later dismissed the difference be-
tween the “New Nationalism” and the “New Freedom” as
merely a matter of Tweedle-Dum and Tweedle-Dee. But for
the men of the time, including White himself, the choice
seemed real. When Croly, Weyl, Lippmann, and others stood
with Roosevelt at Armageddon that year, they believed that
the decision between Roosevelt’s welfare nationalism and
Wilson’s individualistic freedom held the country’s fate.

Thanks largely to the divided opposition, the Democrats and
their refurbished Jeffersonian liberalism triumphed in 1912,
but since then most of the victories have gone to the newer
nationalistic strain. Even under Wilson, Croly and his friends
could soon gleefully note that in effect if not in stated intention
the President’s domestic policies derived more from the New
Nationalism than from the New Freedom. World War I, how-
ever, extended the older liberalism abroad in Wilson’s peace
program of free trade, self-determination of peoples, and a
democratic League.

During the ‘twenties both varieties of liberalism retreated
amidst the reverberations of the debacle at Versailles. The
older liberalism was even further weakened by the growing
fondness of conservatives for such of its cherished ideals as
weak government, decentralized power, and economic laissez
faire. The ’thirties, of course, brought a revival and with it
the culmination of the factional struggle within liberalism.
Many “brain trusters” who turned against the New Deal did
so out of loyalty to the older liberal creed, and Franklin Roose-
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velt himself, nurtured as he was on the prevailing ideology of
the progressive era, frequently restrained his reforms out of
deference to laissez-faire principles.

Yet in the end the actual needs of the depression ’thirties
vanquished, at least for reformers, the remnants of the nine-
teenth-century creed. The triumphs of the “new liberalism”
have been consolidated since by another war and another post-
war decade. So complete has been the victory that recently
liberal Eisenhower Republicans managed to meld within their
“progressive conservative” faith not only most of the old liber-
alism but also, however reluctantly, much of the new. Many
critics, for example, have had difficulty distinguishing so
staunch an expositor of the “new conservatism” as Clinton
Rossiter from liberals of the New Deal era. A half century later
the essential philosophy of Herbert Croly’s The Promise of
American Life of 1909 has become the prevailing political
faith of most Americans.
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Herbert Croly: Nationalist Liberal
1900-1909

1. THREE INTELLECTUALS AND A POLITICIAN

“There will be just you three and I,” wrote Theodore
Roosevelt to Herbert Croly in November 1914. The former
President was asking Croly, Walter Weyl, and Walter Lipp-
mann for dinner and the night at his Oyster Bay home. On
the appointed evening, the conversation between the politician
and the three political writers flowed easily. They sat com-
fortably around the great hearth of the “Trophy Room,” where
for years Roosevelt had entertained an odd assortment of
sportsmen, writers, artists, and politicians.

The Colonel, as always, dominated the talk, for he had the
prestige of power, plus erudition and enthusiasm to match any
of the others. Croly filled a quieter role, interjecting a diffident
remark only where some turn of the discussion particularly
stirred him. Weyl played his favorite part as conversational
catalyst, now volubly outlining a theme for discussion, now
quizzically listening, waiting for some chance to crystallize the
argument with a phrase or quip. Lippmann, cherubically bril-
liant at twenty-five, could hardly have restrained his formidably
didactic mind from now and then setting the others straight.
Years later he still remembered how well it had all gone, with
“Roosevelt fresh as a daisy at two in the morning, Walter Weyl
as alert as ever, and Croly dozing in his chair.”

The four men had much to talk about. Just two weeks
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before, Croly, Weyl, and Lippmann had started publishing a
strongly pro-Roosevelt journal of opinion, the New Republic.
The second issue of the magazine a few days earlier had tried
to show how Roosevelt’s strong hand in the Presidency would
have accomplished far more than had Woodrow Wilson’s
“timid neutrality” toward the war then raging in Europe.
Roosevelt himself had just written a laudatory review of
Croly’s and Lippmann’s most recent books, wherein they had
carried further their long search for a coherent progressive
philosophy. The New Republic and its editors were “in high
favor with the Colonel.”

The intimacy between the intellectuals and the politician
was of long standing, for Roosevelt had been the focus for much
of the publicists’ thought and work. His ideas and personality
had figured prominently in Croly’s The Promise of American
Life, Weyl’s The New Democracy, and Lippmann’s A Preface
to Politics, books that had established the three as leading
progressive theorists. Their closeness to Roosevelt during the
Bull Moose campaign of 1912 had been heartening and ex-
citing. Even after the Progressive party’s defeat that year, much
of their hope for influence on American life had remained
bound up in Roosevelt’s leadership. Their most recent books
had been written and the New Republic founded in the con-
fident faith that the Bull Moose “movement was established . . .
[and] that Roosevelt would continue to lead it.”

Yet, for all the amiability of their 1914 meeting, the publi-
cists and the progressive leader were near a crisis in their
relationship. The alarums of the war in Europe, the perils of
Roosevelt’s own political position, the evident decline of pro-
gressive sentiment in the recent congressional election, all were
having an effect on the politician. Excited by the war, vitriol-
ically critical of Wilson, fighting desperately to maintain his
own influence in American politics, the Colonel had less
patience than usual with the theories and distinctions of his
philosophical friends.

The crisis came a month after the Oyster Bay gathering,
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when the New Republic criticized one of Roosevelt’s more
intemperate attacks on Wilsonian policy. For the politician,
the magazine’s plea for fairness was too much. Charging the
editors bitterly with “disloyalty,” Roosevelt ended his cordial
relations with the intellectuals.

Such a rupture with a chosen leader was a critical hazard of
the role Croly, Weyl, and Lippmann chose to play in the
nation’s life. Living in a day when intellectuals had more to
say in the land than usual, the three publicists hovered like
moths on the flaming edges of power. Though writers, theo-
rists, journalists first of all, they also sought a more direct
influence than their published words could bring. But more
than once they were to come away from the bright light of
power both chastened and charred.

2. PORTRAIT OF A PUBLICIST

Herbert Croly’s The Promise of American Life was widely,
if erroneously, held to have had a profound influence on the
dynamic Roosevelt. Published in 1909, the book was reputed
to be the source of that philosophy of democratic nationalism
with which a new Roosevelt blazed forth on the hustings in
1910. By the next year, Croly’s close friend, Judge Learned
Hand, only half jested when he proclaimed that the publicist
was “becoming an authority.” “I find that by actual mention
of my intimacy with you, I acquire a distinct political signifi-
cance,” wrote Hand to Croly. The American Magazine merely
reflected common opinion when, at the height of the 1912
campaign, it hailed Croly as “the man from whom Colonel
Roosevelt got his ‘New Nationalism.’”

Croly’s reputation, however, rested on more than his
purported impact on Roosevelt. Men whose own thought first
took shape during the progressive period have strongly praised
the publicist’s contribution. Lippmann called his former as-
sociate “the first important political philosopher who ap-
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peared in America in the twentieth century”; Alvin Johnson
grants Croly “the palm of the leadership in the philosophy of
the progressive movement”; Waldo Frank terms him “the
greatest publicist of his generation,” while Felix Frankfurter
- credits him with “the most powerful single contribution to
progressive thinking.” Though all of these men spoke as one-
time friends, still their very closeness to Croly emphasizes his
importance. For Croly stirred not only the minds of his own
generation, but, through men like Frank, Johnson, Lippmann,
and Frankfurter, those of later generations as well.

The mantle of such a renown sits strangely on Croly. He had
little of the public charm of men like William Allen White or
Lincoln Steffens, important political writers of the day among
whom he deserves to be numbered. Of moderate height, slight
of stature, Croly looked out on the world from behind a face
of considerable homeliness. His forehead was high and bulg-
ing; a pair of rimless glasses decorated his heavy nose. Soft-
spoken, deliberate, inordinately shy, he seemed incongruous
as the prophet of Roosevelt’s virile nationalism.

Croly’s shyness approached the pathological. Strangers who
had occasion to visit him often came away much bewildered
by his manner. “If the visitor were himself at all difficult,”
Edmund Wilson relates, “he would be likely to find the con-
versation subsiding into a discontinuous series of remarks
... to which Croly would utter responses more and more
fragmentary and more and more imperfectly audible.” In time
the conversation would stop altogether; the air would become
“taut with panic,” while Croly sat “absolutely motionless, his
eyes dropped on his hands, which would be clasped in his lap,
his face . . . hostile and morose.” After a “terrible silence,” the
visitor would try a few more random remarks; then, still meet-
ing no response, he would leave, much perplexed by the
personality of the man who had so important a reputation
among progressives.

Devastating to the stranger, the passivity of Croly’s manner
affected all his works. Its reflection in his writing made his
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success as a publicist and journalist a triumph of mind over
manner. The written word came for Croly as laboriously as
the spoken. Constructing sentences long and tortuously in-
volved, he piled phrase upon phrase, clause upon clause, until
-often he left his reader in a state of bemused exasperation.
Words like “regeneration,” “fulfillment,” “human deliver-
ance” clogged the flow of his sentences and rang strange echoes
in the secular air of the twentieth century. A friend, John
Chamberlain, confessed that Croly’s style was “in its rambling
abstractedness—enough to keep a semanticist busier than a
bird dog in an aviary.”

The New Republic inevitably took on something of the aura
of Croly’s strange impassivity. Editors and visitors to the
magazine’s staff lunches found themselves talking in low tones
in deference to the editor’s near-whisper. Francis Hackett, a
founding editor, later described Croly as “settling like a stone
crab in the middle of a lively company.”

Even the pages of the magazine bore the mark of Croly’s
manner. Never raucous or strident, rarely angry, the New
Republic weighed the issues of the day with an omniscient
calm that impressed some but irritated many others. “They
give us sage advice with the air of people who have private
information about the constitution of the universe,” com-
plained Harold Laski at a time when he was himself working
for the magazine. “Their moral hyperbolas grow at times
nauseating.” Critics less friendly than Laski found comfort in
the epigram, “Crolier than thou.”

To strangers Croly’s dedicated sincerity often seemed sancti-
monious; to close friends Croly’s shyness and air of con-
secration, while present and even dominant, were mingled
with more beguiling traits. Though such friends were im-
pressed by the publicist’s ““solemnity,” his “anguished serious-
ness,” his “morbid sensitivity,” they also knew another man.
They knew that away from strangers and large groups Croly
could temper his diffidence with friendliness, that he was
capable of humor and even a certain loquaciousness. They
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recognized the quality in the man that made him, when being
most solemn about advising a politician like Roosevelt, dismiss
his own portentousness with a saving “Me Big Injun.”

Croly refused, furthermore, to run from his own unease.
Despite the discomfort meeting people caused him, he insisted
on entertaining and made his home in New York the center of
an active social life. He had none of the asceticism that might
have followed from his peculiarly thwarted personality. He
liked good wines and food and smoked only the best cigars. He
was devoted to the theater, played a strong game of tennis, and
was addicted to both poker and bridge. In the twenties he
thought it a matter of pleasure as well as of principle to violate
the prohibition laws.

While Crolyloved the good life and lived it, still there seemed
always within him something that made him not quite part
of the life around him. Yet the very strangeness of his person-
ality explains part of the marked influence he had over fellow-
progressives. His odd sensitivity won their loyalty in a way a
more galvanic manner might not have done. When his friends
among the reformers set him down as “authentically humble,”
“an absolutely candid and honest person,” they merely made
his outward shyness the sign of an inward integrity. Croly’s
yogi-like bearing became his own peculiar armor for a career
that spanned three controversial decades.

3. A MAN AND A MOVEMENT

So outwardly unprepossessing a man as Croly could hardly
have gained such a reputation among progressives had he not
answered a real need in their movement. Without powerful
friends or personal magnetism, without the activist’s interest
in concrete reform, Croly built his reputation largely upon a
single book. When The Promise of American Life appeared
in November 1909 it helped give a new direction and coher-
ence to a movement already faltering.
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The year 1909 marked a break in the progressive movement,
a time when many felt American liberalism to be at a cross-
roads. With Roosevelt out of the presidency and off in Africa
shooting lions, much of the fire and quite a bit of the wind of
reform were gone. In Washington, Congress, even though
called for a special tariff session by President Taft, took a
temporary breather, enjoying its freedom from the endless
lashing of presidential messages. Though insurgents and con-
servatives had already begun to joust over the Payne-Aldrich
bill, the break between them was still not open. The western
Republicans who were following Senator La Follette in the
fight for a lower tariff operated informally, not yet the united
junta that would split their party.

For the moment, too, the attitude of Roosevelt’s heir to the
presidency remained in doubt. Not until two weeks before
Croly’s book came out did Taft, by praising the Republicans’
high tariff, make his conservatism clear. Even the first crack-
lings of the Pinchot-Ballinger controversy later in 1909 hardly
foretold the storm of protest that would challenge the power
of the arch-conservatives the next year.

Progressives everywhere in 1909 seemed to find themselves
at a parting of the ways. With Roosevelt’s dramatic leadership
temporarily gone, with the political situation in flux, a veri-
table orgy of soul-searching took place.

The spectacle of the conservatives ramming the Payne tariff
bill through the House that year, for instance, made Congress-
man George Norris ashamed that he was not more of a maver-
ick. “I then and there concluded,” he wrote, “that the in-
stitutions of democracy needed some reformation, and needed
it badly.” Out in Kansas, William Allen White decided the
accomplishments of progressivism required appraisal. Asking
friends throughout the country about the success of various
reform laws, White compiled his findings in a breezy book
called The Old Order Changeth, which tried to show where
the progressive movement was tending. At about the same
time, the muckraker, Lincoln Steffens, tiring of the sensational-
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ism of the popular press, gave up an investigation he was doing
of Congress. He resolved in 1909 to “‘do more than rake muck
all... [his] life.” Other journalists like Ida Tarbell and Ray
Stannard Baker felt a similar revulsion. Miss Tarbell felt a
need for something “positive,” while Baker began looking “for
aleader who could be trusted with the aspirations of an honest-
ly progressive, and truly democratic movement.”

Coming at such a time, Croly’s book seemed destined for
influence. Croly himself, in fact, sensed how the prevailing
dissatisfaction might lead to new developments. With re-
markable foresight—before Taft’s failure as a progressive
leader—Croly predicted the three-way split in the reform cause
that took place in 1912.

“Reformers,” he wrote in The Promise of American Life,
“who believe reform to be a species of higher conservatism will
be forced where they belong, into the ranks of the supporters
and beneficiaries of the existing system.” Beyond the Taft
defection, Croly foresaw a schism among “sincere reformers”
exactly like that of the Roosevelt and Wilson factions two years
later. One of the reform groups would, like Wilson’s in 1912,
“stick faithfully . . . to the spirit of the true Jeffersonian faith.”
The second group, however, would follow Croly’s own
program. “It may discover,” declared the publicist, “that the
attempt to unite the Hamiltonian principle of national
political responsibility and efficiency with a frank democratic
purpose will give ... a new power to democracy.” Croly in
1909 both prophesied Roosevelt’s New Nationalism and pre-
pared anathema for Wilson’s New Freedom.

How well Croly had called the turn soon became evident.
Two months before Roosevelt returned from abroad to formu-
late his New Nationalism, more than two years before Woodrow
Wilson campaigned for the presidency under the banner of the
New Freedom, the editors of the Outlook hailed Croly and
Wilson as the leading spokesmen for rival creeds. In April
1910 the magazine analyzed at length the way Croly’s philos-
ophy and that of the Princeton president led “in opposite



HERBERT CROLY: NATIONALIST LIBERAL 11

directions.” Two years before the event, the editors foresaw
the conflict between the New Nationalism and the New Free-
dom, between the new liberalism and the old, that was to stir
the country in 1912. Recognizing the Democrats as “tempera-
mentally . .. the party of individual liberty,” and the Repub-
licans as “the party of social order,” the Outlook thought it
would be good for the United States if one party could present
Wilson’s “principle of individual liberty under government
protection,” and the other Croly’s “principle of co-operative
action for the common welfare.” The magazine was sure that
a “debate between these two principles of national action
would be a great education ... for America.” Well might
Learned Hand have concluded that his philosopher friend
had become ‘“quite the rage.”

4. M1pDLE-CLASS INTELLECTUAL IN THE MAKING

A factor in the game of the president-makers by 1910, Croly
had traveled a remarkably tortuous course to such eminence.
Though he was forty years old when The Promise of American
Life was published, his earlier career had not been partic-
ularly distinguished. While he had attended Harvard inter-
mittently over a period of eleven years, he received no degree.
Not until 1910 did Harvard make him a B.A., and then only
in recognition of The Promise of American Life. From 1900
to 1906 he had been an editor on an important architectural
magazine, the Architectural Record, but since his father had
been a close associate of the owner of the magazine the position
was something of a family sinecure. Neither his two rather
prosaic books on architecture nor his writings for the
Architectural Record gave much promise of the trenchant
political critic to come.

Croly was in many ways typical of the progressive reformers
of his generation. Born of a newspaper-and-magazine-editing
family, he was a member of the upper middle class. As an
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editor himself, he belonged to the professions, not business.
City-born and bred, living most of his life in New York, he,
like most eastern progressives, saw national problems from the
perspective of the metropolis. By taking a wealthy and “socially
prominent” wife, he fulfilled Charles A. Beard’s dictum that
“a reform leader in the United States... [had] better have
money, or, next best, marry it.”

Some things in Croly’s background, however, set him off
from other reformers. He was not, as were most progressive
leaders, of native American stock. While descent from an Irish
immigrant father and an English mother kept Croly close
enough to the American Anglo-Saxon stereotype to make as-
similation easy, still the elder Crolys’ belated arrival in the
land of promise may have had an effect on the son. Beyond
saving the nationalism he preached from any breast-beating
celebration of the American past, his family’s consciousness of
its English and Irish heritage helps explain Croly’s own detach-
ment, his peculiar capacity to look at the United States with
half an alien’s eye.

Both Croly and his parents before him, moreover, were
relatively recent arrivals in the upper middle class. Croly had
little of that long-established social status that cast a patrician
glow over the thoughts of so many progressives. His father,
David Goodman Croly, had started life in America as a silver-
smith’s apprentice. Only a grind of debating societies, self-
taught shorthand, and night schools won the elder Croly a re-
porting job, and even then it was a slow climb to posts as man-
aging editor of the New York World and ultimately editor-in-
chief of the New York Daily Graphic. Croly’s mother, Jane
Cunningham Croly, though born the genteel daughter of an
English clergyman, also had had a struggle. Left almost penni-
less at twenty-five by her father’s death, she made for herself a
career in journalism that gave her substantial claim to being
the first full-time newspaperwoman in America.

Based as it was upon wit and talent rather than inherited
position, the Crolys’ social status among the New York intel-
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lectuals might well have been transient. In the 1890’s, for in-
stance, with David Croly dead and the mother’s earnings cut by
old age, the family fell to a point where Jane Croly was
reported by a newspaper as stranded destitute in England.
While Harvard and a favorable marriage consolidated upper-
middle-class status for the son, neither college nor marriage
could give him the real security of deep roots and inherited
wealth.

Born to parents of remarkable energy and talent, Croly
could hardly avoid absorbing something of their powerful
impress. He learned very early that society was something not
merely to be lived in but to be reformed. His mother was an
ardent feminist and, as editor of Demorest’s Monthly and
Godey’s Lady’s Book, delighted in her role as an English-
woman preaching culture to a provincial America. The
father’s reform efforts ranged from attacks on Boss T'weed’s
Tammany machine to espousals of such bizarre causes as the
eugenics experiments of the then flourishing Oneida Com-
munity. Growing up in a household that seemed always mobi-
lized for one cause or another, Croly came naturally by his life-
long confidence that the world might be changed by argument
and effective exhortation.

The sources of Croly’s intensely shy, oddly thwarted person-
ality lie somewhere in the formative years that he spent with
his strong-willed, energetic parents. While even a psychologist
of the time would have hesitated to explain the mature Croly’s
pecularities, the facts are suggestive. There was a certain
tension in the relations of mother and son. Croly’s friends later
found him rather ashamed of the literary labors of the famed
“Jenny June.” Among her friends Mrs. Croly inspired more
awe than affection; in her son it appears there was little of
either.

Quite possibly, too, a certain neglect stunted Croly’s
emotional development. He was born the third of five children
in 1869, at the height of his mother’s career. During his in-
fancy, three hours of Jane Croly’s mornings were reserved for



14 IDEAS IN THE MAKING

children and household; the rest of her day was spent at the
office in work. “I always worked up to midnight and seldom
put down my pen until two-o’clock,” Mrs. Croly said later of
her active years. A friend of the family noted that the intense
activity of both parents “prevented them from enjoying the
home circle to the extent that each of them desired.” “Here, as
in so many cases,” he observed, “the individual was sacrificed
for the benefit of the public.”

Even when the Crolys were at home, their time was given
less to their children than to a remarkably active social life.
Meetings of women’s clubs and other groups were often held
in the Croly house near Washington Square. Mrs. Croly enter-
tained at regular Sunday evening receptions that, one admirer
has testified, were “as near to a salon after the traditional
Parisian standards as any that America has known.” Yet the
mother’s social success accentuated rather than relieved the
diffidence of the son. Young Herbert’s fate at such gatherings,
a friend records, was to “suffer from shyness in the presence of
the affectionate ladies until he could reach the portieres within
which to wrap himself.”

The effects of the relative neglect of Croly’s early years were
probably compounded by the later excessive attentions of an
eccentric father. Most of Croly’s teens were spent in intimate
colloquy with the elder Croly. A man of strong principles and
choleric prejudices, David Croly could so little accept the usual
compromises of the newspaper world that his active career in
journalism came to an end when he was forty-eight and his
son only nine. A high-tariff, hard-money, anti-machine Irish
Democrat, the father fought constantly with the owners of the
various newspapers he edited. In 1872 he resigned as managing
editor of the New York World, partly because the owners re-
fused to join the then raging fight against Boss Tweed, partly
because their support of the weak candidacy of Horace Greeley
seemed to have helped re-elect the Republican President
Grant. Six years later, similar quarrels with the owners of the
New York Daily Graphic ended David Croly’s last important
post as an editor.
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The irascible newspaperman turned then from office to
home and made his young son a chief outlet for his energies.
For eleven years, until the elder Croly’s death in 1889, man
and boy were as close as father and son could be. Half-be-
deviled, half-inspired by a mind both erratic and obscure, the
father planted ideas in the son that echoed far beyond the
paternal grave. Croly himself acknowledged something of the
debt when twenty years later he dedicated The Promise of
American Life to his father’s memory.

For fifteen years before his retirement, David Croly, along
with his wife, had been a leading American prophet of Posi-
tivism, Auguste Comte’s new religion of science. The French
philosopher wanted to replace the worship of God by a
“religion of humanity”’; he hoped to resolve the conflict be-
tween Christianity and science by making science the heart of
a religion in the Christian mold. Positivism, as its name im-
plied, would end the ancient negative struggle between faith
and reason; instead, religion cleansed of superstition would be
fused with science to bring to reason a new beauty and a new
strength.

So rational a religion appealed strongly to Herbert Croly’s
parents. Ardent reformers, they found in Comte’s “altruistic
teaching . . . the only remedy for the wrongs and sufferings of
the world.” Founding a society to spread the new faith, they
became known among their friends in New York as Positiv-
ism’s “chief promoters.” Beginning in 1868 frequent meetings
were held in the Croly home, where the initiates went through
Positivism’s peculiar ritual. When Herbert Croly was born the
next year, he became, with symbolic propriety, the first child
in the United States to be christened in the new “Religion of
Humanity.”

The christening was appropriate because the religion of
humanity was something Herbert Croly never entirely aban-
doned; he returned again and again throughout his life to the
lost hope of an early faith. Living close to his father for eleven
years after the age of nine, the son inevitably absorbed a large



16 IDEAS IN THE MAKING

measure of the parental creed. “From my earliest years,” wrote
Croly later, “it was his endeavor to teach me to understand and
believe in the religion of Auguste Comte. ... Under the cir-
cumstances it was not strange that in time I dropped in-
stinctively into his mode of thinking.”

The father’s strong obsession was not so strange, for Positiv-
ism played something of the role for late-nineteenth-century
reformers that transcendentalism had for an earlier genera-
tion. Later pragmatism would fill the same role for progres-
sives. Herbert Croly, deeply influenced by his father, yet part
of the progressive era, later had constantly at war within him
the skepticism of pragmatism and the affirmation of Positiv-
ism. The product of one reform tradition, a prime mover in
another, Croly found himself caught between the inspiration
of his father’s near-mysticism and the restraint of his own stern
realism. Out of the clash and conflict of the two creeds there
grew a tension of mind that was never completely resolved.

5. FroM PosrTivisM To PRAGMATISM

When Herbert Croly went to Harvard in 1886 at the age of
seventeen, he moved from one world to another, almost from
one century to another. He left the Victorian moralism of his
mother and father for a life where new forces and ideas were
stirring. Recently revitalized by President Charles Eliot’s new
elective system, Harvard had much to offer a young man so
comfortably middle class and competently intellectual as
Croly. Professors and students alike were feeling the excite-
ment of Eliot’s new dispensation. Changing rapidly itself,
Harvard in the 1880’s could hardly fail to challenge Croly’s
home-grown faith.

A true son of his father, Croly in 1886 had already decided
to major in philosophy, hoping some day to teach it. Philos-
ophy at the time was Harvard’s chief glory. William James,
turning away from experimental psychology, had become a
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professor in the philosophy department a year before the fresh-
man Croly’s arrival. James had brought Josiah Royce to the
university several years earlier and had already begun to sharp-
en his own theory of pragmatism against the whetstone of
Royce’s Hegelianism. George Santayana, in Germany in 1886,
soon returned to Harvard to add his particular luster to Croly’s
lengthy and much-interrupted studies there. George Palmer,
an older man known more as teacher than scholar, shared with
William James the teaching of the freshman philosophy course
during Croly’s first year.

So creative and persuasive a group of men could hardly help
but shake the positivist faith David Croly had planted so dil-
igently in his son. Croly’s friends later gathered that at college
he had gone through “a profound spiritual crisis . . . in revolt
against Auguste Comte.” Since the crisis involved a revolt
against the authority of the father as well as of the father’s
faith, the psychological strains were bound to be severe.

Less than six weeks after his son had left for the university,
David Croly was writing: “My Dear Boy—You said something
about the divergence of my ideas from those of the philos-
ophers whose works you are reading at college. Let me beg you
to form your own judgment on all the higher themes—religion
included—without any reference to what I have said.” The
father’s own faith was so strong, however, that he could not
resist a plea for at least the spirit of his teaching. “Do cultivate
all the religious emotions,” David Croly continued. “Educate,
train every side of your mental and emotional nature.”

Men who knew Croly afterwards recognized how deeply he
had taken his father’s advice to “cultivate all the religious emo-
tions,” but the son soon put the formal creed of Positivism
behind him. “While I was at college,” Croly wrote, “I was sur-
rounded by other influences, and while I retained everything
that was positive and constructive in . . . [my father’s] teaching,
I dropped the negative cloth in which it was shrouded.” Croly
meant that he had stripped from his father’s faith the denial of
God and Christ, what the son felt was a sterile dedication to a
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purely scientific ideal. He retained throughout his life, how-
ever, David Croly’s impulse toward altruism and religious
emotion.

Of the twenty-six courses Croly took during his four much-
interrupted years at Harvard from 1886 to 1897, ten were in
philosophy and three in the related field of religion. Signifi-
cantly for his later work, he had but one course each in history,
politics, and economics. Though not all of his time was spent
in study (he later boasted to friends that he had “partly sup-
ported himself by playing poker”), obviously philosophy was
his major passion. In that subject he took his most concentrated
work from Josiah Royce and George Santayana.

Of all his teachers Royce seemed most likely to appeal to a
student of Croly’s background and temperament. By the 'nine-
ties the philosopher had become a leading prophet of that
sense of community in an “organic society” that underlay so
much of Croly’s later thought. Royce, too, was deeply con-
cerned with the relation between religion and philosophy, a
problem David Croly had driven close to his son’s heart.
Royce’s strong interest in reform, his marked patriotism, his
postulate of an idealist Absolute, all must have attracted a
young philosopher who sought certitude so fervently as Croly.
Yet for all the probabilities of appeal, Croly’s three courses
with Royce produced no overt echoes in The Promise of
American Life or in other works. At most, Royce’s teaching
seems to have given Croly enough sense of the philosophical
niceties to avoid any inadvertent Hegelianism in his own
writing.

The impact of professors on students is inevitably hap-
hazard and indefinable, but in the case of George Santayana a
measure of direct influence on Croly is evident. Scattered ref-
erences to the Spanish-American philosopher in Croly’s writ-
ings and a more than coincidental similarity of thought in-
dicate that Croly forged beyond the classroom to read and
ponder Santayana’s works. Santayana was invoked, in fact, in
the last paragraph of The Promise of American Life, where
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Croly brought to a climax his plea for “constructive individu-
alism” to spark a program of “national regeneration.” Quoting
Santayana’s judgment that “if a noble and civilized democracy
is to subsist, the common citizen must be something of a saint
and something of a hero,” Croly, in the final words of his book,
called upon his “exceptional fellow countrymen” to give the
common citizen “‘acceptable examples of heroism and saint-
liness.”

Croly’s obligation to Santayana, however, went further than
a borrowed phrase. The part of Reason in Society from which
Croly quoted expressed a theory of politics much like his
own. Santayana thought the ideal social order would be “a
government of men of merit” bound together by a patriotic
ideal. He named his society, rather sardonically, a “socialistic
aristocracy.” Both Croly and Santayana wanted rule by a non-
hereditary elite, an emphasis on motives of virtue and patriot-
ism over those of profit, and a wide and even sharing of wealth.
The power of their elite was to rest on excellent example
rather than on riches or inherited privilege. While Croly
argued that all men in the country would benefit from his
nationalized society, Santayana, more candid, conceded that
“the glory and perfection of the state... would not be a
benefit to anyone who was not in some degree a philosopher
and a poet.”

Santayana, poet, philosopher, student of the arts, was part of
the rather rarefied atmosphere out of which came The Promise
of American Life. Croly’s closeness to Santayana helps explain
why the publicist later often seemed alien to the progressive
movement with its (to the aristocrat) grubby passions for
politics, sanitation, and pure drugs. Santayana fortified in
Croly an inborn distrust of mass culture and politics, a distrust
that lingered until the progressive movement itself radically
changed Herbert Croly. Croly was always, however, concerned
with the welfare of all the people—rich and poor, ignorant and
wise alike—a catholicity of taste Santayana would have
thought rather sentimental.
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Yet neither Royce’s idealism nor Santayana's naturalism
was the real solvent for Croly’s baptismal positivism. Instead,
Croly took the pragmatism of William James as his creed.
Whether the young student learned pragmatism from James
Or not remains uncertain, for nowhere in his writing did Croly
quote or refer to James or use such phrases as “the will to
believe” or “a moral equivalent for war” that were favorites
with other publicists of the progressive era. The possibility of
direct influence, nevertheless, is strong, for James had been
turning the main points of pragmatism over in his mind for at
least a decade before Croly enrolled for his “Logic and Psychol-
ogy” in the spring term of 1887. Croly at the time was prob-
ably receptive to new ideas, since only the term before Palmer’s
“History of Philosophy” had created that strong “divergence”
between his father’s ideas and those Croly was absorbing at
college. Since James’s own pragmatism had developed in part
from a revolt against positivism, the persuasive teacher and his
perplexed student may have enjoyed a meeting of minds.

Pragmatism was Croly’s guiding philosophy during his most
active years as publicist and editor. Acquired early in life, it
was later fortified and refined by the ideas of John Dewey, who
became a frequent contributor to the New Republic. Croly’s
friends testified to the impact of pragmatism on him. One
described him as “‘adept in the philosophy of William James
and John Dewey”’; another saw Croly as “en rapport with all
the pragmatists . . . had to say about the nature of conduct”;
still another spoke of Croly’s “apparent dedication to the
Pragmatism of John Dewey.” “At a time when John Dewey
was still struggling with ... his... pragmatic philosophy,”
wrote John Chamberlain, “Herbert Croly was already a full-
fledged instrumentalist.”

Pragmatism, in fact, was so much in the air during the years
Croly worked out his political philosophy that direct issue
from James or Dewey was unnecessary. Dating his own career
as reformer from 1890, Croly like other reformers found him-
self challenging a system that defended itself by ideals osten-
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sibly pure and eternal. Inevitably, reformers like Croly found
pragmatism a handy tool for testing American ideals by their
results, results the muckrakers soon showed to be far from
ideal. “We were all Deweyites before we read Dewey,” J. Allen
Smith said of himself and fellow-progressives. The admission
could as easily have been Croly’s.

The fact of Croly’s pragmatism needs to be emphasized, for
his thinking had so much of the abstract quality of an earlier
day that its pragmatic content has occasionally been missed or
denied. Yet for a man as well trained in technical philosophy
as Croly, the pragmatic tenor of his thought was hardly ac-
cidental or unconscious. Again and again when Croly took up
critical questions in his political theory he resolved them in
pragmatic fashion. He described the state, for instance, not as
some abstract entity to be worshipped, but instead as the result
of the actions of a strong, active, national democracy. “The
state,” he wrote, “lives and grows by what it does rather than
by what it is.” Even Croly’s ideal of nationalism, which along
with democracy he proposed as a guide for reform, was not an
absolute. “There is nothing final about the creed,” he said in
the closing pages of The Promise of American Life. “It must
be modified in order to define new experiences and renewed to
meet unforeseen emergencies. But... [the creed] should
grow, just in so far as the enterprise itself makes new conquests
and unfolds new aspects of the truth.”

Having committed himself to pragmatism at the very start
of his publicist career, Croly in time came to see the philosophy
as bound up with all his other hopes for progressivism.When in
1915 the American reform movement seemed threatened by the
backlash of the First World War, he approved a New Republic
editorial that made the crisis “the first real test of . . . our whole
American pragmatic philosophy.” “We can put our ideals
behind us and worship them,” said Croly’s magazine, “or we
can put them ahead of us and struggle toward them.” Ameri-
cans had to make their choice “between an old immutable
idealism and a new experimental idealism.”
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6. THE GHOST OF WILBUR LITTLETON

In the first years of the century Croly showed few outward
signs of the serious purpose that eventually made him so im-
portant a spokesman for the progressive movement. On the
surface, he scemed nothing more than an ordinary upper-
middle-class man of letters. His work on the monthly Archi-
tectural Record left him ample leisure. He indulged to the
full his passions for tennis, the theater, the novels of Henry
James, and poker. During the summers, he broke away from
New York for lengthy vacations at his substantial country
home in the artists’ colony of Cornish, New Hampshire.
Remote from the then much-agitated evils of slum, sweatshop,
and political corruption, Croly led a model life of cultured,
urban insularity. Out of just such a life, however, came one
of the strongest and, philosophically, most radical voices of the
progressive era.

What drove Croly to move outside his leisured, cultivated
circle was a problem that lay at the very center of his work on
the Architectural Record—the dilemma of the artist or intel-
lectual in an industrial society. The problem was first brought
home to him, oddly enough, by the reading of a rather bad
novel, Judge Robert Grant’s Unleavened Bread. Coming upon
the book in 1900, Croly was impressed by the way Grant had
dramatized an apparent contradiction between ordinary Amer-
ican democratic ideals and those an artist needed to do his best
work. This contradiction “struck me as deplorable,” wrote
Croly some ten years later, when explaining the inspiration of
The Promise of American Life, “and I began to consider [its]
.. . origin and meaning . . . and the best method of overcoming
it.”

The moral of Grant’s tale rested in the fate of its hero,
Wilbur Littleton, a stereotype of the dedicated architect
caught in the trammels of a business world. Littleton, Judge
Grant assured his readers, was a designer of genius “who ab-
horred claptrap and specious effects and aimed at high stand-
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ards of artistic expression.” He had a wife, however, who
thought Wilbur would profit more from designing elegant Fifth
Avenue mansions than the schools and churches that were his
particular passion. The conflict between husband and wife
reached its end only when Littleton, having clung to his ideals
through horrendous trials and tribulations, worked himself
to death trying to satisfy both his wife’s ambition and his own.

To Croly, Wilbur Littleton’s saga seemed a symbol for the
central tragedy of American life. For Littleton had been de-
stroyed not so much by his scheming wife as by America’s most
cherished “patriotic formulas.” The United States, argued
Croly, was a country where empty individualism had run riot,
where individual merit was measured only in cash, where the
whole meaning of society was defined only negatively in terms
of proscriptive rights. Littleton, like other American artists,
had had to fight for his art without the aid of a “well-domesti-
cated tradition that would . . . make him build better than he
knew.”

Ignored though it has been, Croly’s vital concern for the
intellectual in America goes far toward explaining both the
origin and the essential meaning of The Promise of American
Life. Grant’s specter of the disenchanted architect wrenched
Croly from his preoccupation with art and made him seek in
the progressive movement some expiation of Wilbur Little-
ton’s martyrdom.

Croly’s cultural motive, furthermore, gave a particular cast
to the new liberalism he hoped to substitute for the prevailing
American liberal tradition. Though Croly became an ardent
nationalist, though he became the reputed author of Theodore
Roosevelt’s New Nationalism, still his patriotic faith had
rather different origins from that of the blood-and-thunder
hero of the Spanish-American War. Croly emphasized the cul-
tural aspects of nationalism, not the military. His plea for
nationalism was the call of a disenchanted intellectual, not the
battle cry of a frustrated militarist and jingo.

When Croly first roughed out the themes of his nationalistic
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philosophy in the Architectural Record in 1901, he showed
the rather subtle nature of his cultural concern. Surveying the
problems of contemporary architects, Croly did not complain
that American designers were neglected by the public. Instead
he argued that American architects, grinding out plans from
offices “organized like any other great business concern,” were
too much flattered by their public; they were if anything “all
too prosperous.” What ruined architecture in the United
States was not neglect or poverty but rather the need constantly
to struggle against a Philistine culture.

In seeking a cure for America’s blighted culture Croly re-
sorted to the dangerous device of analogy. He projected a
parallel between the United States and earlier great cultures
where art had flourished. He wondered how America might
capture the glories of “periclean Athens... [or] the north
Italian cities of the fifteenth century, . .. [where] the peoples
themselves were artistically gifted ... [and] spent themselves
in lives of the most violent and exciting social, political and
military activity.” “None of . .. [these] conditions,” said Croly
in 1901, “exist at the present time in the United States.”

Croly granted the difficulties of infusing a huge and sprawl-
ing country like the United States with the spirit of a city-state
of ancient Greece or Renaissance Italy. Still he thought the
modern sentiment of nationalism might be made to approx-
imate such a spirit. “The modern democratic community,”
he wrote, “is a new thing under the sun. Its potentialities are
only beginning to be vaguely foreshadowed, . .. [but] if such
an enlarged community can ever get fairly underway, if its
members can ever become closely united by some dominant
and guiding tradition, there is no telling what may become of
it.” In The Promise of American Life democratic nationalism
became that “dominant and guiding tradition” under which
all American art and life might flower.

The problem Croly hoped to resolve through nationalism
was one that remains still much alive in American life. Croly
was protesting against the anonymous standardization and
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specialization of an industrial society. With a middle-class
sensitivity to questions of status, he felt that intellectuals were
becoming mere specialists, mere cogs in the mechanism of an
ever-growing industrial machine. “Modern industry is too
entirely mechanical,” he wrote in 1901, “modern culture too
bookish, intellectual and self-conscious.” The problem Croly
faced, if not the solution he proposed, has had more recent
echoes in the book